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ORRL HI STORY OF DON BUHLER

TOM ALBERS RND JON PFAU

FORT HAYS STATE UNIUERSITY
Summer 1997

CHAPTER II:

INTERVIEW WITH DON BUHLER

Don Gene Buhler, 1988 Kansas Master Teacher Award recipient
from Emporia State University, believed that "Responsibility,
respect, and refinement were more appropriate to the subject
matter in music education rather than the interpretation of the
traditional three 'R's' of reading, 'riting, and 'rithmetic."

He relied

on this philosophy throughout his nineteen years of teaching.
Born in Medicine Lodge, Kansas, to a superintendent of schools
and an elementary school teacher, the concept of living and teaching
by proper example was engrained into Buhler through strong family
ties and the caring guidance of his parents. There was no single
event nor teacher that influenced Buhler's choice to pursue music
education as a career; rather a series of events and influential
teachers encouraged Buhler to enter the teaching profession on the
heels of his mother and father.
Buhler began his formal public education in EI Dorado, Kansas,
where he attended three elementary schools, El Dorado Junior High
School and El Dorado High School. From experiences in elementary,
junior high and high school, Buhler learned that the concept, "The
teacher is always right," was, in fact, true.
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During high school, Buhler was active in Student Council, was
an honor student, was chosen as an Elks Club Outstanding Teenager,
and was also selected by the local Rotary Club as a Junior Rotarian.
His senior year, Buhler was selected for the John Philip Sousa
Award.
Following his high school graduation in 1974, Buhler attended
Butler County Community College at El Dorado, Kansas.

During this

two-year time, Buhler made the decision to pursue music education
as a career.

After earning his Associate of Arts degree at Butler

County Community College, Buhler transferred to Wichita State
University at Wichita, Kansas, where he continued to pursue music
education. In 1978 he graduated Cum Laude with a Bachelor of Arts
degree.
Buhler took on a tremendous challenge his first year out of
college when he accepted a position at Stafford. Kansas, as a music
education instructor.

Buhler was Stafford's fourth music teacher in

four years. Students did not have any respect for the music program,
and there was limited parental involvement.
great frustration this first year of teaching.

Buhler experienced

6

The second year of teaching was just as challenging for Buhler
as he made adjustments from the first year. During these first two
years, Buhler learned many worthwhile ideas and successful
classroom methods which helped him in his third year. As the old
saying goes, "The third one is the charm," Buhler's third year at
Stafford was extremely successful.

Students began respecting the

music program, and the number of students involved increased.
Buhler's passion for music education, coupled with a solid
commitment to teaching, allowed him to meet the challenge.
In 1981, following his successful three-year teaching debut at
Stafford, Buhler accepted a position at Pratt High School in Pratt,
Kansas, where he was again called upon to literally "pick a band
program up off the floor."

Buhler found himself in a program that

again had low numbers and poor attitudes. His first three years
were spent showing students as well as parents what he expected in
his music education program.
At the High School, perseverance was the key for Buhler. In
1984 and 1985, the band program gained numbers, and respect for
the music program was increasing. By 1987 and 1988 the program
was established and respected not only within the Pratt school
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system, but also by surrounding communities.

Students believed in

the band program as the numbers increased from fifty-nine students
rn 1981 to one hundred, thirty-two in 1987.

With the help of an encouraging administration, a we IIorganized parent organization, and a wealth of energetic, interested
students, Buhler was able to be innovative in his teaching, which
created in his students an excitement towards music education.
Buhler believed this excitement was precisely what enabled him to
fine-tune each individual student.

The Pratt Jaycees recognized

Buhler's attributes and awarded him their Distinguished Service
Award as the Jaycee's Outstanding Young Educator in 1987.
In 1988, Buhler was nominated for the Kansas Master Teacher
Award from Emporia State University and later became a recipient
of the award. As there were a series of events that propelled Buhler
into the music education field, so were there a series of
circumstances that propelled Buhler into becoming one of seven
recipients of the Kansas Master Teacher Award.
The Kansas Master Teacher Award did not specify teaching
fields for the award recipients.

Administrators and librarians, as

well as teachers, were eligible for the award.

Buhler's colleagues
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nominated him after observing his seven-year reconstruction of the
music program.
The Master Teacher process in Pratt's school system took an
entire school year. Teachers had to be recognized within their own
school building before they were allowed to submit an application to
the master teacher review committee, which consisted of four
teachers.

The review committee then studied all the local buildings'

applications to select the most deserving of the award within their
own school system.
In December of 1987 the review committee selected Buhler as
their Master Teacher nominee. Buhler and the four-person review
committee formed a new committee, whose goal was to obtain the
Kansas Master Teacher Award from Emporia State University for
Buhler. The review committee had to prepare an application booklet
to be presented to Emporia State University. This booklet contained
philosophy papers written by Buhler as well as newspaper clippings
of community presentations and successes.
The application booklet was sent to Emporia State University
where it was critiqued by a review board.

Out of sixty applications,
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the board selected Buhler as one of seven 1988 Kansas Master
Teacher Award recipients.
Buhler continued to be highly successful at Pratt, but after his
tenth year, he felt it was time for a career change. In 1991 he
applied for and obtained a music education position in Salina,
Kansas, whose school system was much larger than Pratt's. For the
next three years, Buhler taught at Salina Central High School, Salina
Middle School, and four elementary schools, but he and his wife
decided the larger city life was not for them. When the opportunity
to move back to Pratt presented itself, Buhler did not hesitate to
return.
In 1994 Buhler resumed his position as music educator for
grades five through twelve in the Pratt School District.

He

successfully carried on the outstanding music education tradition
that he had established during his earlier years at Pratt, and he
refined his educational beliefs.
Buhler believed it was important for a teacher to have good
character traits, not only in the classroom, but outside the
classroom environment as well.
confidence.

One such character trait was self-

Buhler perceived that teachers needed to display self-
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confidence in their chosen subject area by believing in themselves
and what they were teaching. He felt that it was not as important
for teachers to be liked by students as to be respected by them, and
that student respect was earned by teachers displaying selfconfidence and encouraging success through hard work.
Buhler's encounters in education also generated an opinion that
patience to persevere was another character trait which teachers
needed to possess.

Buhler believed that student motivation was

enhanced when he used perseverance in the classroom. If he felt
that he had not had a particularly effective teaching day, he
approached students the next day with a rejuvenated attitude. This
showed the students that production on a daily basis and high
expectations were the rule.
With continued experience Buhler perceived that students were
not reaching goals nor learning concepts as quickly as they once had.
He also became aware that there was less parental involvement than
in the past.
While the role of parental involvement in education was
controversial, Buhler recognized a change in the attitude of parents
toward education. He found parents to be less supportive and more
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negative than in previous years. Buhler managed, however, to
maintain strong parental involvement in his music program.

He

accomplished this, in part, by initiating parent-teacher conferences,
starting at the fifth grade level. He believed this to be a
fundamental part of his program.
Parental involvement was not limited to attending conferences
and concerts; with Buhler's encouragement, parents also assisted
with fund-raising activities.

In addition, as homage to Buhler's

success, Pratt High School organized a band booster club and a
parental advisory organization.

This organization met once every

other month, serving as a sounding board for Buhler's ideas and
offering suggestions.

Buhler maintained the right to make final

decisions based upon what would be best for everyone involved
rather than what parents requested.
In working with parents, Buhler revealed to them how
important their influence was on their children.

He maintained that

parents knew more about music than they were willing to admit, and
that they needed to be inquisitive about their children's music
progression. He pointed out that parents who spent time with their
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children and stressed the importance of developing musical talents
improved their children's musical success.
After many years of experience, Buhler developed a keen
understanding of what was effective in the education of children.

He

did not refine his philosophy or methods in education until far into
his teaching career. He felt it took time to develop these ideas, and
he considered them to be effective techniques in the education of
students.
One technique of teaching which Buhler believed to be
particularly effective in reaching students and in captivating their
attention was the "stuffing approach." This approach related to the
idea that the teacher must "know his stuff, know whom he is
stuffing, and then stuff them." This helped Buhler reach students on
a daily basis. The approach included understanding the content that
was being taught, using current trends of presenting content for
effective presentation of information, and knowing the backgrounds
and experiences of the students in order to identify natural leaders.
Identifying twenty to thirty natural leaders who could reach
success very quickly was the key to building self-confidence in all
students.

Buhler identified this as a vital instructional technique.
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After natural leaders felt good about their accomplishments, they
were able to encourage peers and spread confidence throughout the
entire ensemble.
Buhler also used these natural leaders in the classroom for
cooperative learning, which he believed to be another effective
instructional approach.

Buhler divided his classroom of over one-

hundred students into group "sectionals" and assigned each
sectional daily goals to accomplish.

He used the natural leaders to

head these sectionals, making them sub-teachers in the classroom.
Because Buhler learned that the best students, or natural
leaders, picked up information regardless of the way it was
presented, he incorporated his favorite teaching method of "teaching
to the less successful students." He found that these students
needed creative methods to learn materials and ideas. He also used
his natural leaders to convey ideas to them.
In addition to finding success with his teaching methods,
Buhler was fortunate to have an assistant who team-taught with
him at the high school level. He found the added support to be
invaluable.

I
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Buhler believed that along with effective instructional
practices, classroom management was important to productive
classroom environments. He noted that common sense and
anticipating problems were the best approaches in dealing with
most situations.

Buhler himself was a planner and list maker who

felt that being prepared for every minute of class was important. He
realized that when he was not prepared, students noticed; this was
when talking began and discipline problems occurred. Besides being
prepared, Buhler felt he controlled his class by providing a daily
routine with daily goals.

By using these effective classroom control

strategies, Buhler was able to create a classroom environment that
was conducive to learning.
Although many teachers possessed the ability to manipulate
external learning conditions, Buhler also possessed the ability to
motivate students.

He believed the best way to accomplish this was

to allow them to feel good about themselves. Of course, this was
easier said than done. In Buhler's experience, many students tended
to be apathetic and cynical. Before the motivation process could
actually take place, Buhler felt the need to determine individual
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student abilities and performance levels in order to provide
appropriate challenges.
After nineteen years of classroom experience, Buhler
recognized that music programs had changed from the l 950's. He
concluded that this was in large part due to the addition of many
programs in the schools during the 1970's. The addition of girls'
athletics, more boys' athletic options, and debate teams affected
the music programs.

Students in band practiced much less, if at all.

Often, the hour of instruction was the only time some of the
students

practiced" their instruments.

This required Buhler to be

an even more effective teacher during the allotted class period.
Buhler also cited Quality Performance Accreditation (QPA) as
an example of how education in general had changed. As a leader
Buhler agreed to co-chair the district's QPA team.

Initially he

thought the school model was good, but he soon realized that it
changed direction too often to be effective. Buhler recognized that
the constant change with no clear sense of direction caused teachers
to be uncertain about what to do in their classrooms. This caused
frustration among teachers, which, in turn, led to frustration in
students.
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Buhler indicated that the whole QPA approach seemed to help
lower-level students, which was important, but did not appear to
have a positive impact on the higher-level students. He concluded
that, as a result, a "generic education curriculum" was being
developed.

He also verbalized disagreement with state assessment

procedures as he believed paper results were deceiving and an
inaccurate measure of success.

Despite his misgivings Buhler

continued to be involved in the QPA process in the hope that the
program could be structured to provide more direction for teachers.
Because of the additional extracurricular activities and school
improvement programs, Buhler expressed concern that there will be
a constant threat to justify the fine arts programs in schools. He
stated a need to look at the student as a whole instead of placing
total emphasis on knowledge retention.

Without fine arts programs,

the next generation of youngsters will be trained to not appreciate
themselves.
To summarize his conviction of the necessity of fine arts
programs, Buhler quoted Mary Ann Futtrell, former National
Education Association President, "We often train our kids in life's
labor, but we forget to train kids to appreciate the fruits of that
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labor.,.,

He also cited Albert Einstein, who said, "All religions, arts,

and sciences are branches of the same tree."

These quotes are the

foundation of Buhler's conviction that the sound and sight of music
inspire rational and emotional thoughts common to all subject
matter.

He firmly emphasized that music education and fine arts

programs are a necessary part of education and our lives.
Added to this belief was Buhler's educational philosophy of the
three "R's," which was developed over the years and encompassed
teacher, student, and parent. The first R stood for responsibility. In
Buhler's opinion, the teacher was responsible for doing the best job
possible, while the student was responsible for utilizing the
knowledge presented to him. The parent's responsibility was to
ensure student success through interest.
The second R represented respect.

Buhler felt it was

important for the teacher to respect individual differences in
students while the student needed to respect and believe in him or
herself. The parental duty was to respect and trust the teacher's
approaches.
Third was refinement. The teacher needed to recognize
individual student talents and cultivate them.

Students were
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required to progress in their talents, and parents were called upon
to invest in their students' talents.

Buhler incorporated this

philosophy into his everyday planning and teaching activities.
Buhler' s ability to recognize and cultivate the roles of teacher,
student and parent are part of what separate him from the norm and
elevate him to Master Teacher status. Also apparent is his distinct
passion for teaching students and his sincere belief that the fine
arts are an integral part of education. Buhler indeed possesses the
character traits and knowledge of successful classroom approaches
that should be modelled by educators of all levels and disciplines.

